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Book Reviews
The Sea o f Regret: Two Turn-of-the-Century Chinese
Romantic Novels. Trans. Patrick Hanan. Honolulu: University
of Hawaii Press, 1995. 205 pp. US$32 (cloth). ISBN: 0-82481666-8.
The last sixteen years of Qing dynasty witnessed profound
changes in society, government, foreign relations, economics,
education, cultural and ideological spheres. From the mid
nineteenth century on, China began opening its doors to outside
influences, but it was the first Sino-Japanese war (1894-1895)
that marked the beginning of the massive translation and
introduction of scientific and humanistic ideas and thoughts from
the West and Japan. As a result, to many Chinese the turn of the
century was a time of crises and perplexities: fresh ideas of
evolution, anarchism, democracy, freedom, equality, human
rights and women’s rights fundamentally shook traditional
Chinese thinking and moral ethics. Educated Chinese were seen
to be engaged in the heated debates on all issues relating to the
condition of China. Among them， the freedom from “family
despotism" and arranged marriage probably generated the most
heated controversy, for the issue of marriage affected everyone.
Ideas of rom antic love, free m arriage, the role of
emotions/passion in moral behavior, and the conflicts between
social norms and individual freedom were indeed serious issues.
In his introduction to this translation, Patrick Hanan gives a
useful overview of these issues and of representative literary
works concerned with them. It was in the
context of cultural influence, confusion, and
self-reflection, especially debates on freedom
of marriage, that these two turn-of-the-century
romantic stories—Stones in the Sea by Fu Lin
and The Sea of Regret by Wu Jianren—were
written.
As Hanan points out in his introduction
and reveals in his careful selection and
arrangement, these two stories should be
read together. They shared the same cultural
ethos and concerns, and the same genre of
popular romance developed from the literary
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tradition of The West Chamber ar\6 Dream of the Red Chamber.
In addition, both were inspired by foreign literature introduced at
the time. Yet interestingly, these two stories represented rather
conflicting views on the issues of freedom in marriage and love,
and of moral virtues.
The first story, Stones /n
Sea, was published in May
1906 by a firm called Sociology House. The relatively small
publisher, the pseudonym of the author, and the obscurity of the
story in its days have consigned the story to an oblivion it does
not deserve. It must be said, however, that Hanan's translation
has rescued it, and what is more, Hanan has discovered its
great merits and value for the modern reader. This short novel
uses a dramatized first-person narrator, a young man who
recounts his love story with a girl from his childhood. They had
been arranged to be married by their parents, but the wedding
was postponed by the boy’s father, against the boy’s will, until
his son was sixteen. T heir engagem ent, however, was
interrupted by the eruption of the Boxer Uprising (1900), in which
his fiancee died a tragic death. As asserted by the l-narrator at
the beginning and the end, the story is intended to criticize the
traditional marriage system in general, and the teachings of
Mecius in particular, which oppose free marriage and have
destroyed many romances, including his own. In spite of the
rupture between his intention and the plot of love in times of
turmoil, the story represents radically new views on love and
marriage in the welter of turn-of-the-century cultural confusions.
The literary form of this story is significant. According to
Hanan, it was probably the first true l,l-nover, in Chinese. Though
it still reads like the traditional vernacular story, the use of the
first-person narrator gives the author greater freedom and
scope, a newer angle and rhetoric than was allowed by the old
Chinese novel to explore and express the characters’ thoughts
and emotions. Thus the story can be seen as one important step
in the development from traditional to modern styles of fiction
writing in China.
In contrast to Stones in the Sea, The Sea of Regret
(1906) was a popular novel at the time, and its author Wu
Jianren (the real name was Wu Woyao) was a well-known writer
of eighteen novels, stories, jokes and anecdotes, and poems.
The story also uses the Boxer Uprising as a historical context
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and dramatic force to push the plot forward. The female
protagonist, Dihua, has lost her fiance in fleeing the Boxers in
Beijing, and gone through tremendous hardships in taking care
of her sick mother on their way to a safer place. She finally
reunites with her fiance in Shanghai, only to discover that her
fiance has become an opium addict; he dies soon after.
Overcome by love and sorrow, she decides to renounce this
world and become a nun. She has little education and beauty,
but she possesses all the traditional virtues: she cuts her flesh to
save her mother; she abides by rules of propriety and decorum;
she is extremely modest and always blames herself for events
beyond her control; and she eventually goes into a nunnery to
preserve her chastity. It would seem that the author uses this
moral paragon of filial piety and chastity to protest the profound
historical and cultural disruptions caused by foreign invasions of
the time. In praising traditional womanly virtues in times of
change, the author indirectly reveals not only his own moral and
cultural perplexity and confusion but also those of his time.
Though culturally and morally conservative in its stance,
the story is a genuine literary achievement in bringing out the
protagonist’s inner thoughts and emotions in the subtle process
of transforming abstract love— “love with the idea of her
fiance”一to real love. Like Stones in the Sea, this story is written
in the formulaic style of the traditional vernacular story, yet the
subtle rendering of the inner feelings of the girl caught in
circumstantial uncertainties represents a delightful departure.
As romances, Stones in the Sea and The Sea of Regret
focus on the unfulfilled love and tragic marriage caught up in the
historical event of the Boxer Uprising. Both stories claim to place
passion/emotion in human relations at the center of their moral
concerns, and use the Boxer Uprising simply as an impetus to
get the story going. Yet when the historical context impacts
directly on the characters in the stories, and when the characters
undergo the im m ediate experiences of horror, random
victimization, and powerlessness in the face of unmanageable
events, history rushes to the foreground to register, together with
literature, the crude pressure of the times with specificity and
force. Whether viewed from those who suffered from it or from a
historical distance, the Boxer Uprising was a big fiasco. But the
attitudes towards the Uprising reflected in the stories only
represent those of educated, upper-class people.

棣華

168

Jie Lu

Hanan has made a remarkable contribution by presenting
an excellent translation in English of these two turn-of-thecentury romances. The translation is lucid, readable, well-paced
and truthful to the original text. Equally remarkable is his
scholarly introduction, which gives the history of publication,
biographical information of the authors, the cultural and literary
contexts of writing and the genre, not to mention an illuminating
critical reading of the two stories. Hanan has undoubtedly
enriched our understanding of late Qing fiction.
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